INTRODUCTION
The mobile device market, particularly for smart phones, has experienced incredible growth over the past five years. More specifically, the increase use of smart phones has spurred the development of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of mobile apps used daily by consumers to provide information or to make purchases of products and services. According to the Internet Marketing Association (2014), about 60 percent of all Internet activities in the United States originate from mobile devices. In fact, almost (50%) of this traffic flows through mobile apps (Lipsman, 2014) .
With this rapid growth of mobile apps usage, marketers responded by investing in mobile marketing and developing new channels to reach, communicate, and engage with current and prospective customers. These channels are known as branded mobile apps. Bellman et al. (2011) defined branded apps as "software downloadable to a mobile device which prominently displays a brand identity, often via the name of the app and the appearance of a brand logo or icon, throughout the user experience" (p191).
Through mobile applications on smart phones, users can perform any number of tasks from searching for information, to communicating, to shopping and buying. Mobile apps are becoming the dominant form of digital interactions given their prevalence and mobility where consumers spend more time with apps than on the Web (Newark-French, 2011). This provides opportunities for marketers to capture consumers' attention and sales via branded apps.
The popularity of branded applications as a marketing tool is due to their high level of user engagement, enhancing the influence of advertising on consumers' attitudes toward the sponsoring brand (Hutton and Rodnick, 2009 ). However, to date, there is a dearth of studies regarding the effect of branded apps on consumers' attitudes toward the brand and purchase intentions.
Hence, the purpose of the study was to examine the effectiveness of branded apps on consumers' attitudes toward brands as well as purchase intentions. Specifically, the objectives of this study were: 1) to determine consumer's mobile app usage; 2) to determine attitudes towards brands by users of branded mobile apps; and, 3) to determine the influence of branded mobile apps on purchase intentions. Findings from the study will assist marketers in developing strategies and applications that increase favorable attitudes toward brands, as well as, drive purchase intentions.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Attitudes toward Brands
Brand attitudes have been studied by many researchers (Wilkie, 1994; Solomon, 2009; Park et al. 2010 ). Wilkie (1994) defined brand attitudes as "consumers' overall evaluations of a brand that often form the basis for brand choice" (p.4). The researcher noted that brand attitudes depended on specific attributes and benefits of the brand as viewed by consumers. Solomon (2009) explained that attitudes are made up of three components: 1) affective as emotions and feelings toward the brand; 2) behavior as intentions to act regarding attitudes toward the brand; and, 3) cognition regarding beliefs and thoughts about the brand. Attitudes toward brands are influenced by different factors such as communication, quality, and experience with a particular brand and can be positive or negative (Park et. al., 2010) Mobile advertising is a type of marketing communication that targets mobile device users, including smart phones and tablets. Tsang et al. (2004) studied consumers' attitudes towards advertising on mobile devices and found that attitudes were negative, unless permission was obtained as opt-in, there were positive attitudes. Tsang et. al. (2004) concluded that due to the personal nature of mobile phones, advertisers should seek authorization to advertise to mobile device users. However, since consumers initiate downloads of apps that they are interested in, it presents an opportunity to create a favorable attitude toward the sponsoring brand.
Purchase Intention
Spears and Singh (2004) defined purchase intentions as "an individual's conscious plan to make an effort to purchase a brand" (p. 56). Belch and Belch (2003) stated that purchase intentions are formed when there is a match between purchase motives and brand attributes (p.120). Kokkinaki and Lunt (1999) noted that "purchase decisions typically involve a selection among different brands of a given product category"; therefore, advertising serves to form favorable attitudes toward the brand to increase purchase intentions (p. 42).
Kumar and Mukherjee (2013) studied mobile users' attitudes toward shopping and their purchase behavior through devices and found that mobile shopping does not always drive users to purchase through the device. Additionally, results showed that attitudes toward technology influenced users' perceptions toward mobile shopping, impacting users' attitudes toward it and subsequently purchase behavior. The authors found that personality traits did affect users' perceptions, but had an indirect effect on attitudes toward mobile shopping and purchase intention.
Several researchers have investigated the relationship between attitudes toward the brand and purchase intention and found that they play an important role in shifting consumer' purchase intentions (Shimp & Gresham, 1985; Batra & Ray, 1986; Phelps & Hoy, 1996) . Phelps & Hoy (1996) found that attitudes toward the brand significantly affected purchase intention for both familiar and unfamiliar brands.
Mobile App Usage
The large proliferation of mobile devices is attributed to the heavy usage of mobile applications. McRae et al. (2013) tested the response times for consumers on all personal communication platforms, including desktop computers and laptops, netbooks, tablets, and mobile phones. The researchers monitored consumers' behavior during their visits and use of the different personal communication devices. Results showed that consumers have positive emotional responses to site visits when the visit is conducted on a mobile platform such as an app than other platforms. Consumers' responded positively to the branded messages because they believed that the messages were trustworthy when received on mobile devices than on other personal communication devices.
Marketers are trying to approach consumers through mobile media with the majority of heavy users among Millennials. Given this, Bhave et al. (2013) studied how Millennials interact with brands through branded apps and found that the major factors that influence consumers' attitudes toward advertising in branded apps included involvement with the app, obstruction caused by the ad, screen size, contextualization, personalization, relevance, credibility, permission, control, and incentives. Using a qualitative approach, the researchers found that even though Millennials do not mind in-app advertisements, they prefer ads that are based on involvement with the apps. Bhave et al. (2013) concluded that in-app advertising could lead to higher brand awareness than through other platforms, which could generate purchase intention. Nielsen and Budiu (2012) found that mobile device users performed better with native apps rather than with mobile-optimized sites. The authors suggested that native apps are preferred by consumers because native apps can cope with the limitations and abilities of each device better than mobile-optimized sites and are likely to be simpler with easily accessible functionalities than mobileoptimized sites.
The Effect of Branded Mobile Apps
Branded apps, as a communication channel, enhance and promote brands to create positive evaluations and attitudes toward brands among consumers. Bellman et al. (2011) investigated the effect of branded apps, including informational and experiential apps regarding brand attitudes and purchase intention. Findings indicated that branded apps had a positive effect on brand attitude, but a smaller impact on purchase intentions. According to Bellman et al. (2011) , branded apps are a new form of interactive advertising media, such as Web sites, yet they differ from online and mobile advertising because apps are distinguished by their high level of engagement with consumers. Branded apps include a variety of interactive features that allow marketers to communicate, interact, and deliver messages in unique ways unlike mobile websites (Moceri et al. 2011 ). Bellman et al. (2011) found that this high level of interactivity reinforces the effectiveness of advertising messages within apps.
Yu (2013) examined the effects of mobile ad messages in creating positive attitudes toward the brand and purchase intentions among Millennials. Results showed that mobile ads with interactive features led to positive attitudes toward the brand and purchase intentions; however, mobile ads that did not provide interactivity increased negative attitudes toward the brand and intentions. Similarly, Hoogendoorn (2013) examined the influence of branded mobile apps on cognitive and affective brand equity and found that interacting with branded apps resulted in more positive affective brand equity regarding the brand relationship but not regarding brand attitude. Moreover, findings showed that interacting with branded apps did not improve cognitive brand equity. These findings contradict with those of Bellman et al. (2011) that found that interacting with branded apps resulted in positive brand attitudes. In addition to interactive features, Xie et al. (2013) found that the interface design of mobile devices, such as screen size, advertisement size, and ease of use impacts consumers' emotional responses to mobile advertising that can generate positive emotions and increase purchase intentions. Given the above discussion, the following hypothesis was developed:
H1: Using branded mobile apps affects users' attitudes toward the brand resulting in increased purchases intentions.
METHODOLOGY
Sample
The population for this study was consumers 18 to 45 as the literature has shown that they are heavy app users. A convenience sample was drawn at random at a southwestern university in the United States resulting in 54 respondents participating in the survey. As smart phone owners, respondents were asked to use one of their apps already downloaded, navigate it and complete the survey. If they did not have any apps downloaded, participants were asked to download the app from Target or Walmart from the application stores, navigate it, and complete the survey.
Instrument
A questionnaire was developed to measure: 1) consumer's mobile app usage, 2) attitudes towards brands after using branded apps, 3) the influence of branded mobile apps on purchase intentions, and 4) demographic characteristics. To measure consumers' mobile app usage five questions were developed that were categorical in nature. Respondents were asked to indicate their mobile app usage by answering the following questions: 1) do you have a smart phone; 2) how much time do you spend on the Internet on your smart phone per day; 3) have you downloaded any branded apps; 4) how many branded apps have you downloaded to your smart phone or tablet; and 5) how often do you use branded apps.
To measure users' attitudes toward brands after using branded apps respondents were asked to rate their feelings toward the app by answering the statement "After using the branded app, I think the app is..." The statement was measured via a seven-point semantic differential scale of five adjectives modified from Mittal's (1995) study that included Unlikable/ Likable, Unpleasant/ Pleasant, Not informative/ Informative, Bad/Good, and Not Useful/ Useful. Similarly, attitudes toward the brand were measured by the statement used by Zang (2014), "After using the branded app, my attitude towards the brand is…" This statement was measured using a seven-point semantic differential scale and included six adjectives: Not relevant /Relevant, Low quality/ High Quality, Less than other Brands/Better than other Brands, Unreliable /Reliable, Invaluable /Valuable, and Not attractive/Attractive.
Purchase intention was measure by three statements used previously by Zang (2014) and modified for the present study. To determine the likelihood of buying the product from the sponsoring brand, respondents were asked 1) I like the app and I want to use it to purchase the brand's products; 2) I want to purchase the brand's products, but not by using the app; and 3) I like the app, but I do not want to purchase the brand. Statements were measured using a Likert scale from 1 -Strongly Disagree 5 -Strongly Agree. Demographic characteristics measured were based on the literature reviewed.
RESULTS
Sample Description
Fifty-four participants completed the questionnaire; however, four were not usable resulting in a total of 50. The majority of respondents were female (57%) between the ages of 21 -23 (72%) and single (74%) ( Table 1) . Almost half of the respondents (46%) indicated that they had some college or technical school, and (30%) were college graduates. Finally, about half (48%) of respondents had annual household incomes ranged from $21,000-$49,999. 
Mobile App Usage
Findings showed that all respondents owned a smart phone with the majority (70%) spending one to five hours on the internet per day with them (Table 2) . Almost all (92%) reported having up to 12 branded apps on their phones while over a quarter (28%) of respondents used branded apps a few times a week and 26 percent used them more than once a day. 
Use of Branded Apps
After navigating the branded app results indicated that respondents were generally positive about the experience (Table 3 ). The informative nature of the app was rated less positively than the other values. 
Attitudes toward the Brand
After navigating the branded app respondents were asked about their attitudes towards the brand. Findings were generally positive with Quality, Reliability and Attractiveness more positive than Relevance, Value and comparison with other branded app experiences (Table 4) . 
Purchase Intention
After using the app, participants were asked their agreement regarding purchasing from it. Forty-two percent of respondents liked the app but did not want to purchase from it and 44% liked the brand's products but did not want to purchase them through the app. However, when participants interacted with branded apps, 54% indicated that they would purchase products through the app (Table 5) . 
Hypothesis Testing
To test the hypothesis, Spearman's correlation analysis was conducted. Findings indicated a significant association (p < .01) between using branded apps, attitudes toward the brand, and purchase intentions. Results indicated that using branded apps and attitudes toward the brand were positively correlated (r =.78, p < .000). Furthermore, a positive correlation existed (r =.40, p < .004) between using branded apps and purchase intentions. As well, between attitudes toward branded apps and purchase intentions a positive correlation existed (r = .45, p < .001) Therefore, using branded apps strongly influenced users' attitudes toward sponsoring brands, however, attitudes toward the apps had a smaller impact on purchase intentions.
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
With the growing use of smart phone apps, marketers are realizing the potential of branded apps as an effective marketing tool. To obtain more insights about branded apps, this study investigated the effectiveness of branded mobile apps regarding attitudes toward brand and purchase intentions among Millennials given they are highly experienced app users. Results confirmed that a positive use of branded apps increases positive attitudes toward sponsoring brands, but only have a slight impact on purchase intentions.
The findings support those found by Bellman et al. (2011) , that interacting with branded apps has a large effect on brand attitudes. However, the study results disagreed with the findings of Hoogendoorn (2013) , which revealed that using branded apps had no effect on brand attitudes. Findings indicated that respondents were comfortable purchasing from apps when they liked the app; however, others indicated that although they liked the app they did not want to purchase the brand and wanted to purchase products through other means suggesting reservations in using apps for purchases.
Findings reveal that branded apps need to be likeable, useful, pleasant and good to encourage their use. More importantly the information in the app needs to be reliable, high quality, and attractive to users to build positive attitudes toward the brand. Most respondents were positive about buying through branded app; however, some reservations were apparent.
Implications of the findings are several and suggest that marketers develop apps that elicit positive feelings during navigation and include content that is reliable, high quality, and attractive. As well, marketers should develop apps for different platforms, such as tablets and smart phones, so the experience is pleasant and that information is appropriate for the varying screen sizes. Moreover, marketers need to be sensitive to download speeds and the effects of buffering that often produces frustration among users and prompt departure from the site. Marketers should utilize ways to encourage brand purchases in real time through downloadable coupons and promotions specifically for smart phone users given that these are portable devices. Moreover, marketers are encouraged to use social media along with apps and streamline the process so that users can share their experience online or in-store and drive sales. Apps that have meaningful content and that are easy to access build positive attitudes toward the brand because it resonates with the target market and invites them to engage with the brand. Marketers need to understand fully their target market's behavior and information needs so as to convey branded messages that are meaningful while keeping users entertained. As technology becomes more compact and consumers become comfortable purchasing from smaller devices, security and privacy of information will be paramount to encourage consumers to maximize the use of branded apps for purchases.
Additionally, marketers and app developers should employ engaging attributes on branded apps such as games and trivia to increase knowledge and build positive attitudes toward the brand. Findings indicated that reservations existed when using app for purchases and so marketers should consider a long-term strategy in building sales via apps. As with computers of former years, new technology requires a confidence and trust in the technology, as well as, trust in the brand. Due to the personal nature of smart phones, marketers should include customized engagement features in branded apps that users can adjust the interfaces according to their preferences, such as displaying information based on users' locations or interests. For instance, adding customization engagement features in apps for retailers will help personalize and tailor content based on consumers' interests for particular products; hence, increase the efficiency of brand messages that can increase attitudes toward brand and the likelihood of purchase.
The behavior of users of smart phones differs from other platforms such as tablets and laptops, where simplicity and quickness in branded apps is essential; thus, marketers need to optimize their effectiveness. For retailers, where product offerings are many, marketers should design apps to streamline navigation from general to specific categories so users are able to find what they are looking for easily. When users cannot easily find what they are looking for in the app, they may leave the app and/or delete it.
Limitations and Future Research
The study was limited to a convenience sample that was drawn from a southwestern university and limited to a navigation of one branded app. Moreover, the study was limited to participants employing their own apps, where attitudes toward the brand were already established.
Future research should consider employing a sample across all age groups and outside the parameters of a university setting. Research has shown that Millennials are comfortable using apps; however, other age groups may develop brand attitudes and evaluate apps differently. Moreover, future studies might focus on using selected apps as oppose to having participants self-select from what they are already used to. Navigating a new app may elicit different responses that may affect attitudes toward the brand. Perhaps, researchers may employ a utilitarian app and an entertainment app to determine differences in the navigation experience as well as its influence in affecting attitudes toward the brand. Furthermore, future studies may determine how positive attitudes toward the brand are generated and how they influence purchase intentions. Finally, further study is needed regarding how repeatable usage of branded apps influences users' attitudes toward brands and purchase intentions.
